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The Dilemma of Expertise in Sustainable Agriculture 
Jean Goodwin (goodwin@iastate.edu) 
Iowa State University 
Bio:  Although housed in an English department, I'm originally a rhetorician trained in the 
Communication tradition.  My main research projects have been in argumentation theory, with 
emphases on the underlying rationale of the appeal to authority, and on how citizens who 
disagree, often deeply, can nevertheless coordinate their argumentative process.  I'm now 
extending these lines of work to give an account of the rhetorical force of expert authority, and in 
general to study discourse between scientists and citizens. 
Speaking as a relatively newcomer to the "rhetoric of science", it looks to me as if there 
has been a phase change over the past decade or so. While what Collins & Evans (2002) have 
termed the "second wave" of science studies took as a central problematic the opening up of 
science to public involvement, the current "third wave" of science studies raises the opposite 
question: how to support increased involvement by scientists in civic affairs. We can imagine a 
variety of causes for this phase change: the declining cultural authority of science, the ending of 
the cold war model of science funding, the pressing nature of the public issues with a technical 
component, or even the inauguration of a new, "Mode 2" approach for achieving knowledge 
((Nowotny, Scott, and Gibbons 2003). In any case, science now seems often the underdog, and 
rhetoricians have traditionally been on the side of the underdog. Whereas the representative 
anecdote for science studies in the 90s could have been the AIDS activists claiming power within 
the scientific establishment, the paradigm today could be the 4th IPCC forcing the Bush 
Administration to admit the existence of anthropogenic climate change. 
This paper is part of my larger project on the appeal to expert authority, in which I 
examine the practical challenges that arise when experts actually try to intervene in public policy 
controversies. In the present work, to be submitted to the Journal of Sustainable Agriculture, I 
am attempting to explicate the "lay" communication theories held by experts in Sustainable 
Agriculture in particular: their sense of the problems they face in offering advice on civic issues, 
and also their understanding of communicative tools they have to meet these problems. 
Agriculture in the U.S. is inextricably intertwined with public policy, and within this already 
politically-charged context, Sustainable Agriculture defines itself as a field by its opposition to 
dominant practices. So experts in Sustainable Ag cannot help but straddle the boundary between 
science and politics. (Plus they are definitely underdogs.) 
I will be eliciting the experts' own understanding of their public communication from the 
transcripts of four job talks for a prestigious named chair in Sustainable Agriculture at a 
Midwestern land grant university. Not only is this discourse from four of the finest reflective 
practitioners in the field, it was also produced under conditions where addressing the 
science/politics interface was required, and difficult. The audience for these job talks included 
not only the dean of the college of agriculture—widely perceived as being a supporter of closer 
ties between the university and "Big Ag,"; it also included graduate students and postdocs in the 
Sustainable Agriculture program, many of whom favored direct political involvement to 
revolutionize the state's agriculture. Each candidate faced aggressive questions about his plans to 
intervene in policy, and had to answer them in a way that could be defended before these diverse 
constituencies. 
 In the following sketch, I am following (very roughly) the perspective proposed by Karen 
Tracy & Robert Craig for theorizing the practical art of communication in a way that may be 
useful to the communicators themselves (e.g.Craig and Tracy 1995; Tracy 2005). I outline first 
the central communication dilemma perceived by experts in Sustainable Ag and its basis in 
deeper values, before turning second to the communication strategies they recognize as available 
to them for speaking on civic issues. I close with some suggestions about the agenda for research 
in the rhetoric of science which could best support experts who want to speak out. 
1. The dilemma of expert intervention in public affairs. 
The invitation to give a job talk apparently asked the candidates to articulate a vision for 
agriculture in the state. Each candidate began his talk with a bleak assessment of the current 
system of industrialized production, and laid out with detail and some eloquence his dream for a 
better world. In addition to their evident personal desire for fundamental change, all the 
candidates also spoke of their responsibility to promote it. Extension work one of the explicit 
duties of the named chair, but even beyond this, getting research to those who could use it was a 
basic responsibility of tenured faculty. The occupant of the named chair, one explained, would 
only have more responsibility since he would have more "ability and visibility" (A). The strength 
of the candidates' commitment is suggested by the fact that two of them avowed themselves 
willing to take stands even if it caused controversy—even, as one said, if it got people "yelling" 
at him (A). 
At the same time, three of the four candidates acknowledged definite limits to their 
interventions in public policy debates, insisting even in the face of relatively sharp questioning 
that "activism" (A), "agitating" (B), or "promoting, influencing, advocating" (C) were not 
appropriate for the named Chair, or indeed any faculty member. Why this hesitation to 
intervene? The candidates proposed three reasons.  
First, several candidates recognized a division of responsibilities in a democracy, 
between scientists and those who "decide." Candidate (C) somewhat jokingly refers to not 
getting "paid to make the decisions"; candidate (A) offered several more serious rationales for 
the division of labor. He was only one of several million people in the state; and that although his 
work in economics allowed him to make "judgments" of efficiency, there were other values such 
as fairness also at stake in politics. Of course, he knew what he (personally) "thought" was best, 
but he didn't "know" was best. Although this candidate confessed that this sounded like "passing 
the buck," it was passing the buck he said "in a way I actually believe. I don't think it really is up 
to me, and I don't think it's really up to anybody in this room what decisions are made at the state 
or federal level about conservation policy." 
Candidate (B) offered a second rationale for restraint, stressing an epistemological divide 
between science and the public sphere. He explained that the complexity of the matters involved 
in transitioning to more sustainable agriculture made it dangerous to advocate positions; 
scientific knowledge, being highly focused and controlled, was inadequate to resolve the 
complex, uncontrolled issues raised in political debates. He stressed the dangers by telling a joke 
about how it ”used to be anybody could farm; all you needed was a strong back. But nowadays 
you need a good education to understand all the advice you get [from experts] so you can pick 
out what will do you the least harm.” 
 Finally, Candidate (A) also suggested a pragmatic rationale for restraint. He argued that 
intervention in politics would destroy the "credibility" of the named Chair, since once he was 
perceived as political, his opinions would be discounted. 
 It is worth noting that each of these sources of hesitation finds echoes in the scholarly 
literature on the interactions between scientists and citizens in making policy. Scholars working 
in the "democratization" tradition of Science & Technology Studies have stressed the equally 
vital, but different, functional roles layfolk and scientists have in civic decision-making (Evans 
and Plows 2007; Wynne 2003). Scholars in Policy Studies have tended to focus more on the 
second two rationales, arguing that science is epistemically inadequate to resolve civic issues, 
and that attempts to do so may undermine the integrity of science as an institution (Herrick and 
Jamieson 1995; Oreskes 2004; Pielke 2007; Sarewitz 2004; see also Gieryn 1983; Nelkin 1977). 
 This, then, is the dilemma facing experts in sustainable agriculture. They are 
responsibility for effectively communicating science to those who could use it. But they are also 
responsible for preserving the integrity of both the democratic system and science itself. How did 
the experts believe they should manage these competing goals? Let me turn now to examine the 
communication strategies they recognized. 
2. The available communication strategies. 
Much of the candidates' discussion of communication suggested a relatively unsophisticated 
view of how they might go about talking with citizens an policymakers. Especially when caught 
off guard, or on the defensive, three of the four candidates fell back on the idea of "providing 
information." "Information" (especially quantitative information) is something an expert can 
provide to meet a policymaker's information needs, especially when those needs are expressed 
by a question. "Information" is also presumably value-neutral and thus respectful of democratic 
decision-making. So "providing information" appears to provide a neat solution to the dilemma, 
fully satisfying both the responsibility to be of use, and the responsibility not to advocate. 
 Rhetoricians will of course dismiss the "transmission" model implicit in this notion of 
"providing information," so I will move on. In a slightly more sophisticated response, candidates 
acknowledged that it would be necessary not just to provide information, but to "translate" or 
"interpret" it so that it can be understood. This strategy deals with the dilemma by conceiving 
science and policy as distinct languages, but does not really specify a definite strategy for 
moving between them. 
 Let me turn therefore to two more sophisticated strategies, each of which was proposed in 
some form by all four candidates. The first emerges in one candidate's discussion of how to get 
non-scientists to think. "Technical details" may work, he explains, but it is more important to get 
them "looking at" agriculture as a system—that is, getting them to adopt an agroecosystems view 
(to use the technical terms). There were several ways the scientist could encourage such a 
"systems view." He could point out the hidden and unintended consequences of policy choices; 
more complexly, he could describe the "tradeoffs"—the full array of costs and benefits that a 
particular policy would have. He could help policymakers redefine the problems they were trying 
to solve, seeing "surface" difficulties such as poor water quality as really caused by or symptoms 
of the true, "deeper underlying problem" of mismanagement of natural resources. In all these 
cases, the scientist is taking responsibility for providing a more comprehensive, systemic 
overview of the causes and consequences of policy choices. He is "providing [neutral] 
information" and thus not interfering with the democratic process—but information specifically 
tailored to shift his audience's perceptions of the situation, encouraging a view that is deeper, 
wider and longer, and thus more likely to promote fundamental change. 
 Closely connected to this is a second strategy—the one that is least explicitly recognized 
by the candidates, but is very evident in their job talks considered as samples of their ordinary 
communicative practices. This second strategy could be called "scenario design." To project 
consequences or trade-offs requires a specification of what policy choices are available. In fact, 
these choices are infinite; standards for water quality, for example, can be set anywhere along a 
continuous spectrum. The candidates respond by providing policymakers with what one called a 
"list of futures." These determinate "options," "alternatives" or "scenarios" encapsulate complex 
expert judgments about which variables are the most important for a given decision, and how 
these variables will interact. They are explicitly hypothetical, and thus they do not displace the 
policymaker's judgment. But at the same time, scenarios lay out specific visions of the future, 
limiting and directing the policymaker's attention.  
3. A research agenda. 
To summarize: experts in Sustainable Agriculture perceive themselves as facing a 
communication dilemma. On the one hand, they feel responsible for communicating their 
research to the policymakers and publics that can put it to use. But at the same time, they feel 
responsible for respecting the integrity of the democratic process, and the autonomy of science. 
 Experts talk about four strategies they have for managing these conflicting goals. Two 
appear to be relatively naïve and not worked out. Two, however, represent a more sophisticated 
approach to the communication dilemma. Both encouraging a systems-level view and presenting 
scenarios involve significant rhetorical craftsmanship, and both thus open significant questions 
that scholars of rhetoric might pursue further: 
v There is already an extensive literature on the importance of issue frames in civic 
controversies involving science (Herrick and Jamieson 1995; Jasanoff 2003; Nisbet and 
Mooney 2007; Wynne 2003). What specific rhetoric techniques can experts use to share 
their knowledge, in a way would press policymakers and publics towards wider and 
deeper frames for the systemic problems they face? 
v Roger Pielke has stressed that the most vital contribution experts can make to civic 
controversies is to expand the range of available solutions (2007). How can scenarios be 
designed to both accurately convey complex expert judgments, and also lay open a full 
variety of deeper solutions policymakers may choose? 
If it is, as I believe, our responsibility to facilitate communication between experts and publics, 
these are questions we should be taking up. Of course, then we will encounter communication 
dilemmas when we try to persuade our colleagues in other departments to listen to our advice; 
but we can cross those bridges when we come to them. 
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